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After Hundertwasser 


Prelude 


Overcast Berlin, city of clouds and spies 
Through the coded streets, someone 1s walking 
Sunset again, once again 


Whatever happens, the devastated world sinks back into 
twilight 


And now I feel the holy isolation of the earth 

You see the masters of commodity, Here, And there 
An enormous eye watches all the store contains 
And now, still, the ear listens 


And now a different eye, the eye of the wanderer, sees 


Many Transparent Heads 


In the red window -- 

which streams with blurry streaks of rain -- 
so many transparent heads, 

jostling each other 

and yet weightless, they are 

like a clutch of party balloons as they 
crowd into a scaffold of gridded space. 


Here, 

since the moment of reflection 

might easily last too long, 

in the instant of a glance -- 

given to the viewer as though in confidence -- 
they seem agitated, 

as though by a mere breath, 

wavering together like reeds. 

Perhaps they are whispering. 


The room -- surprisingly, 

it is not a party -- 

is brightly lit and white, like a lab, 
and though it is crowded 

it seems eerily vacant. 


The red 

substance 

streaming down the pane 

is an unappealing pink, 

like the blood that runs to the corner of a platter 
that holds an uncooked steak. 

With its long theatrical streaks 

it is like a clown's makeup. 

Certainly it isn't really blood. 


You think of 

the imperfections of the world, 

the laughable imperatives of money. 
And then a joke told at a party 

is like the sound 

of data being linked to other data, 
which is also the sound 

of a cat entering the room 

and then leaving. 


Outside, far outside, 

the black leaves 

on the moonlit trees 

are fluttering in the wind. 


Is there any other sound? 

Is the window pane trembling slightly? 
And now you wonder, 

on which side are the faces? 


For an instant 

you realize 

that the pane will break 

at any moment. 

Even now it is threatening to crack. 


This moment, 

postponed indefinitely, 

is impending 

like a hanging water-bead. 
And in a sense, it is the picture. 


Like a water-bead ready to fall 
but not quite fallen, 
the painting is, in some sense, 


transparent, even luminous, 
like the window which it represents, the window 
in which I can discern 
streaks of light at the periphery, 
while the dark and crowded center comes forward 
in a sinister convex inspiration 
and expansion. 


Suddenly, enthralled, 

I imagine that I can touch it. 

It looks so active and living, 

a membrane more than a window, 
a living transparency, 

like a cornea. 


Or perhaps 

it is the walls 

of an artery 

or of the pericardium itself, 
streaming with -- bathed in -- 
the dark enigma. 


And yet still it's so clearly 

nothing more than a face, 

albeit a single face 

composed of numerous faces. 

And you feel now that "outside" 

is always somehow a problem, 
persistent, difficult not to consider. 


Evidently, 

the gathering must continue. 

And there are even suggestions, 
painted rumors as it were, 

that the crowd is silently increasing. 


The Invasion 


In this painting 

the surface is crowded, congested 

with tight rows of crimson flags, 

or edges and narrow strips of red brick 
with blue streamers, 

or with off-white rags of apparent solidity 
that look like articles of clothing. 

Yet one feels, looking at all of it, 

that only one surface is covered 

and that other surfaces lie some ways beneath, 
and these address us with great persistence. 


Then there are those things 

which look like partitions or walls. 

Here and there, there are gaps, 

empty spaces left out of account, holding things apart. 
These are the invisible parts 

of the picture. 


Later, 

walking outside in the blue day, 

the traffic noise 

seems to press in upon us. 

We know then, somehow, 

that the structures we hear and see 

are as it were 

the compressed remains of other things, 

other intentions which can only be guessed at. 


House of Arcades and Yellow Tower 


The spider hidden under the horizon 

so encrusted with black 

casts up its threads -- fine and red, 

like the blood vessels in an eye, light-threads 

as precise as cobwebs, complex 

as the shatters in a smashed windshield; 

these vein themselves through the wavering tide of 
sunset 

that streams around the tilting city, 

that lists steeply away from the observer. 


In the sundown and coming darkness 

the light, the air itself, 

is bronzed, possessed of secret depths 

so deeply allied to gold 

and the refinements of gold 

they are like a tide of amber, 

though here and there a reminder remnant 
of the daylight sky 

lingers in turquoise, 

and near the horizon one can see 
suffusions of the mystical, talismanic sea of green. 


Meanwhile the enigmatic threads 
gather the city and hold it, 
like a crossword puzzle, in place. 


They are of indigo, crimson, of no color at all, 
tying the grids, the hidden synapses 
darkly together. 


Still there are pathways, 

forgotten by some, 

by a few unexpectedly recalled -- corridors 

that move you like a bead along an abacus 
toward the catacombs you have heard of, 

where light and the actual sun are buried, 

where the sun's true cross -- 

always visible at sunset as it intersects the earth -- 
is hidden beneath the rubble of days; 

there where the queen of light 

lies encircled in an amphitheater of cells, 

a memorial hive to her king, 

where the martyred saints of the honeycomb's radiance 
have laid down their darkness in rows. 


Yet for all the overheard rumors, 
few will ever arrive there. 


Instead you will be drawn swiftly out 

along the surface routes, 

lit with pink light and indigo, with orange and mauve, 
the bright, denatured, time-altering lights. 


And at length you may realize that you’re entirely lost. 


Yes, the city has a singular defect -- 

although a network, it is one of shattered mirrors 
or of partially reflective, but ravaged surfaces. 
Perhaps it's like tin-foil crumpled to a ball 

inside of someone’s fist, 

then unfolded and, painstakingly, 

smoothed out as well as possible to look like new. 


Night Chant in Time of Drought 


The sounds, the calling, 

Move between the stirring of the trees and of the grass. 

Is it the wind? 

Or the sounds of the trilling crickets and the call of the 
tree frogs? 


I feel the manic fall of night through space and time. 
Yet still, the breeze still rises. 


A wind, but a dry wind, 
Moves through the brush, swaying the umbels of the 
night-blue trees. 


The bayberry bushes shiver and hiss -- 
The leaves of the oak trees flutter and flicker 
In the dry but increasing storm. 


Unlimited, unhampered now, renewed, 
The night is a sea of correspondences -- 


Of choruses, responses, antiphons. 


The whole round grain of wheat, the earth itself, 
The breaking germ of life, the gold green seed -- 


lives now, poised, 


Awakened by the unexhausted surge 
Of creation and destruction, the rising strong dry wind. 


The waters in the parching fields rise now, 
The hundred waters and the reign of peace 
Now rise within the brimmed cup of the field. 


The green grass wakes to feel the summer, its wind, its 
gathering power -- it is 
A giant, a transparent form, who leans 
Down poised amid the turning constellations, 
Bending low, and breathes out "haaah," and sings and 
calls. 


Listen: the grass, the awakened, moves and sings -- 

The crickets are its answering voice. 

The sky of midnight blue bends down -- 

The cobalt basin of the stars, 

The overflowing font of stars, spills over and spills 

down. 

The waters of creation roll out through the valley, 

through the dry creek beds. 


The waiting fields, the turning night, 

The earthly and originating dark embrace. 

The night is like a tent curved round, 

Including all the stars, the moon, the clouds, the fields 
and hills. 


The Beard is the Grass of the Bald 


Sun 
Bole 
Roots 
Rings of the tree 
lines in the palm of the hand 
Leaves of the tree 
Breathing-seeing skin 
Roots of the tree 
Mouth-stomach-bones 
The grass grows from between my fingers as I look up at 
the sky 
Quickly and slowly it grows I feel it tickling my palms, the 
delicate webbed spaces between my fingers and the 
backs of my hands 
I feel the grass tingling awake, opening like a starfish, like 
a sea anemone, unfolding like paper flowers in a 


bowl of water 


I roll on my stomach and stretch out more widely, 
covering more of the field with my arms and legs 


The leaves of the grass open outward like eyes opening 
beneath my two hands like a book of infinite pages, 
page after page 


The tiny grass blades spreading outward are like ripples 
on the surface of a pond 


My eyes close and I am the stone dropped in, I sink into the 
center of the well which dilates around me 


Turning over slowly I sink downward still further adrift on 
my back 


Ripples ripple outward over my sleeping face and the 
sun of my forehead, my eyes are closed but I feel 
everything widening 


Concentric circles of green and of sunlight, I feel the 
warmth more deeply now and the circles reach 
outward over the green pond of the field 


Spreading outward like light above my face are the first 
wavering rings of a tree 


Minutest speech the babble of roots and of stems I can hear 
it 


Leaves covering the surface of sky roots webbing the 
bed of the well long grasses and tendrils of weeds 
fill up the bell of the water bead 


Silence and rapt spells chanted of green prophecy of 
sunlight water and grains of black dirt 


Dim and green events in the realms of the dead the 
underground kingdom 


But then in the human script, here in the twilight world, I 
try out my voice again 


Yet my face is the rings of a tree the wood grain blond in 
the sunlight 


My face is the rings of a tree 

my eyes the opening knots 
Like the eyes in a birch's trunk 
Like the green paisley drops in a Luna moth's wing 
My eyes are opening in the knots of the wood 


I pass through among the living 


I open my eyes in the underworld 
I open my eyes inside the knots of the wood grain 


Now my spread-out hands where the grass had grown 
through them are moving like parts of a web 


My whole body stretched prone is dissolved in green water 

It is only a pulse that beats under the chest of the ground 

Under the eyelid of earth the water's pupil dilates around 
me and I float in the circles of tree rings as though in 
a spider web 

My hair my hands my face are dead leaves afloat on the 


surface are brown dry moth wing husks hanging in a 
web 


Slowly I feel the green wetness of light as a warmth like 
urine flowing over my face 


The grass coalesces closing its book beneath my hands it 
imprints my fingertips 


There is a green tongue in my mouth 


Sun 
rings of tree 

Lines in the palm of the hand 
Bole 

leaves of tree 
Breathing-seeing skin 
Roots of the tree 
Mouth-stomach-bones 


Seeing-breathing skin 
Skin of seeing breath 


Always 

Always and everywhere 
Sun-sweat 

Rain-light 


Rain scent 
Light-wind 


Memoire 


When I was a boy 

Father would take me evenings 
To the cottage in the spring 

To get ready for 

Summer we worked on the boat 
The boathouse was built 

Into the cottage 

Birds in the boathouse 
Swallows or starlings were they 


When I was a boy 


Father would take me evenings 
To the cottage in the bird 


To get ready for summer 
We worked on the moon 


The moonhouse was built 
Into the cottage 


Wind in the moonhouse 


Black-eyed Susans 
Or starlings were they 


The Queen of Heaven 


The great inverted crotch of the oak tree 
Is a huge, huge woman upside down. 
Her legs are spread wide and 

Now draw in all the powers 

Of the rivers of the air, of the rain 

And the punishments of wind. 


Her head is underneath the earth, 

And from the dark inverted crown 

The ganglia and branches 

Of her hair reach down, reach down 

Dark wrappings, arterial 

And complicated threads, 

Her tingling awakened nerves 

Are opening and stirring, flushed with wet. 


A powerful rain-gust rattles the glass pane, 

It blurs it with a splash, 

It shakes it and buffets it. 

Again and again the whole tree flows 

And shudders through the waves of grey rain-mist. 
Its limbs and all its branches 

Surge and sway, bend and then snap back -- 
Again and again their waving toss 

And sudden shiver as a branch breaks off. 


Yet down inside the earth, far down, 
She opens her mouth wide in pleasure. 


Nightmares 


One night when I had gone to bed, 

In January when the snow 

Was heavy on the ground outside 

And ice made daggers from the eaves 
And the moon was bright and pocky white, 
I huddled underneath the quilt 

And blankets and the winter sheets, 

The weight of bedclothes heavy 

As the deep snow on the ground outside 
For the roots of the covered grass 

And their secret hidden life 

And just as intimate, just as warm. 
Slowly I relaxed. The warmth increased. 
I stretched my legs, extending them 

All the way down to the depths of the bed 
Like tree roots or potato eyes, 

And as I nearly slept I felt 

A spreading flush, a urine-like warmth 
But from a source inside my bones 

And then a taut awareness of my skin, 
A crinkling numbness, stiff, mask-like, 
Like white ash-wrappings flaking off 
The charcoal-glowing heart of the log. 
It was as though my legs and hips, 

My stomach, even my arms and chest, 
Were stiffening and throbbing, 
Stretching, blossoming, 

Diffused in warmth and flaking off, 


Basking awakened, slumbering alert -- 
A breathing tension opening 

Into a listening expectant strength 
Perhaps of bear or fox or possum, 

Who woke in me and moved through me 
In random stirring awake sensations, 
Holding to me, watching me. 

After a while I partially awoke. 

I moved my legs: the creatures drew 
Away and went back to the dark. 


II 


The next day I remembered nothing, 
Of course, and went about my business. 
But when I went to sleep that night 

I had a dream: I lay in darkness 

In a hollowed-out deep place. 

My mind in sleep was altered, 
Slowed, turned inward on itself 

Like the scrolling of a fiddlehead fern. 
My body breathed more amply and 
More slowly. I descended further 

And curled around the center of my form, 
Which was my stomach and my hips. 
With my two hands before my face 

I was a fetus or a buried seed 

A bear holed up in its winter den. 
Heavily burdened with peculiar sleep 
I fell inward through the deep pool 
That was myself, and ages settled 
Over me as I fell and fell. 

I knew my sleep was longer than 

A human night, a winter age 


Would have to pass before I woke -- 
Depths of snow and depths of time, 

Each instant, each snow crystal 
Deepening my solitude, 

Crystal on crystal, point on point 

Of interlocking snow and night, 
Multiplying dimensions piling up 

Of time and self. I was a wave 

That something else was moving through. 
The small dark place was very small 

Yet without boundaries, infinite; 

And it was quiet, warm, and still. 

I was alone. There was no I. 

And there were throngs and throngs with me -- 
Animals, people -- I couldn't tell: 

Eyes and faces, breathing and 

Heartbeats and voices crowding into me, 
Passing through me, passing out of me, 
Passing, passing in wave on wave, 
Silently, through the winter night. 


Ill 


Bear of sleep and fox of sleep, 

Fox of dream and dreaming fox -- 

The stars move round the wide, wind-crossed, 
Dark empty skull of sky and night. 

I enter the narrow skull of fox. 

The stars burn in his sleeping eye. 

The night moves through his mind. He dreams. 
I disappear like a point of light 

Inside the pupil of his eye 

And travel down the skein of nerves 


And through the rivers of the blood 

And through the caverns of the heart 

And lose myself, and lose the world, 
Inside the vaporous breath of fox. 

There is a difference: suddenly 

I feel the slightest sound. The lack of sound 
Is sound itself. The trembling 

Of the smallest barb or burr or leaf 

And I become the burr or leaf. 

My being is a tympanum 

Where night's small music taps and taps -- 
Dry leaves and twigs, dry grass or vole 
Or mouse or rabbit -- anything 

That runs and bleeds and I become 

The scent that throbs inside my nostrils. 
The night is infinite and cold. 

I close my eyes and dream and wait. 


IV 


Now possum sleep and possum death -- I sleep 
More lightly and more rigidly, 

My bleached, albino death's head 
Watchful from the corner of its eye, 

And all the eyes within me watch. 

My limbs themselves are made of eyes 
And tingling hairs perfect my sight 

And carry it inward into movement, 

Into feeling and self-feeling. 

I feel the night around me, watchful, tense. 
I am a lens instantly focusing 

Through hearing, touch, expectancy. 

I still can see the copper moon -- 


Late August’s -- in my sleeping eye. 

I wandered lost beneath it once 

Across the city streets, back yards, 
Paused in the middle of the sidewalk, 
Poised, my mouth slightly agape, 

My needle teeth just visible, 

As though I were about to cough, or laugh, 
Or possibly about to speak. 

I stood there frozen, silent, hunched, 
Seeming paralyzed, while the fool, 

The idiot, the human -- an old man -- 
Poked me with a stick, curious, 

And nudged me with his foot. 

The grass nearby had evil smells 

And bitter tastes -- numbness 

And nauseating dizziness 

Went through me, through my mouth 
And through my stomach and my throat. 
Then when the human went away 

I ran back to the nearest woods. 

Along the railroad track, at the edge of town, 
The moon was huge above me 

As I wandered through the August night. 
The moon was copper in my eyes. 

My eyes were amber and red fire. 

My skin was like the tense night air, 

My hearing was its tiny sounds. 

So with my death's head, bleached-looking, white, 
With padded feet upon soft earth, 

I was alive, a living skull. 

I traveled on and on and on 

Deeper and deeper through night woods, 
Tense and listening, hearing, seeing, 
Unnoticed, on the surface of the earth. 


That morning at about five o'clock 

I was awakened by a sound. 

Sitting up, staring -- my head still fogged -- 
I felt strange eyes around me 
Watching and strange ears listening. 
Everything I did was seen and heard. 
Then in the dark I saw dim shapes 
That settled into desk and chair. 

And then I heard faint sounds nearby 
Like stealthy footsteps on the floor. 
And then I realized -- it was 

The snap of windows settling, 

The radiator's ping and knock, 

The creak of floorboards in a draft. 


A Moment of Night and Rain 


All night 

The house had drummed and echoed 

With vibrations of the rain. 

In the dark the steady powers of the rain 

Flowed down me as I slept. 

It was a flood inside of me that rose 

And brimmed the small cracked cup of consciousness, 
Until I woke. 


I went out 

And stood beneath the eaves and shadows of the fir. 
Night blue, dark green, black branches -- 

Weighty, needle-laden, 

Massed with tilting tier on tier -- 

Created layers of earthen darkness, 

A canopy and quiet place, 

Humidly still 

With tapping gelid drips 

Amid the sound of falling water. 


In this place 

The dark was cool, penetrating 

And perfumed with fragrant resins -- 
Potent, primitive, and liberating; 

The tilting ladder of the branches over me 
Was toppling its loads 

Of shattering and misty rain, 

Its gusts of breeze 

And heady rainy scent. 


Halfway up the ladder 

The moon flashed -- 

And leaning, with head tilted back, 

I climbed the chevrons upward toward the light 
Which blinked there, glimmering like a silver coin 
Far at the bottom of the tree's night well, 

Its darkness of crossed branches. 


I stood there, breathing deeply, 

Moving with the rhythms of the tree. 

My eyes, accustomed to the moon 

And seeing just its one white light, 

No longer noticed 

The night beyond, 

But only knew the black and blue-green 

Nave of tree, the pillar of the tree, 

The tree's black cupola, 

Its turning cosmos hung with needles, cones, and stars. 


Outside 

The night fell gradually away, 

The rain had stopped long since. 

The moon, as large as any sun, 

Shone like a klieg light -- round and white. 
And when I looked back where I'd been 
The lawn was just a carbon smudge; 

The house, a papery structure in moon-glow, 
Now charred to brown 

Like paper burnt, 

Or like moth wings. 


The earthly night was far away, 

The day was far, 

And I myself, gone farthest of them all, 
Sat watching, listening quietly 

In that distant spot. 


Where 


I came 

From the edge 

Of the earth 

Where the ebb tide of sunset 

On the beach of the sky, 

Where the leavings of light, 

Barely touch the dark and the damp 
Of the low stone walls, 

The opened crust of the fields, 

The mounds of low graves, 

The shadow-rows of the numerous buildings 
And the numbered houses that stand 
As though in the very surf of light, 
At the fiery, dissolving edge 

Of darkness rapidly arriving. 


I came 

As though on a beam of glare, 
My feet touching 

The open furrows of the tilled lands, 
My hands gathering 

Bright leaves to scatter outward 
Over the fields 

In flight still beneath me, 

My eyes opening 

In the green of the water 

Like the golden eye 

Of a fish 


As I dived inward still 

To reach 

My two hands 

Toward the deepest throats of the earth, 
Beneath dark waves 

And the infinite streamings. 


Further and deeper within -- 
Crystal of transformation 

Where light need not step 
Through the many halls of color, 
Where earth has its own 

Secrecy, power 

Its unknown dominion, the silent, 
Gathering land. 


What 

Can I take back 

Now from my sojourn 

And deadly 

Experiment? Feathery grasses 

From the meadow, 

Rocks from the bottom of the stream, 
The mud on my hands 

From the shore, mushrooms -- 

Small, pale, smelling of earth -- 
From the cool and shadowy maple wood? 


AFTERWORD 


Encounters With the Author in Taipei 


We first made the author’s acquaintance at a well-known 
restaurant in Taipei, the Wysteria Tea House, famous as 
having been a meeting place for dissident intellectuals in 
the years of political struggle in Taiwan . 


During the recent effort to publish his rather extensive 
work, we had occasion to discuss aspects of his past and 
current writing. 


Your poetry is quite varied in style and in form. Where do 
you locate yourself in the overall debate concerning poetic 
form? 


I consider myself an eclectic. The main thing for me is to 
grasp, mentally, a certain object -- that is, an experience, a 
scene, an event -- to see it and feel it. Any language that 
seems to convey the reality of that is good, any which 
remains merely language, merely words, is for me of no 
interest, in some cases it is actively negative, in the sense of 
being obstructive. 


A cliche? 


Yes or not even a cliche but in a way worse than that. Much 
of our language obscures the nature of reality. Words in 
themselves are, in a sense, the enemy of writing. I tell 
students that all the time. Words most often merely convey 


the usual accepted social understanding. Writing is for the 
purpose of grasping reality itself, which is always 
something other than the social understanding. 


Do you consider yourself a political writer? 


All writing is political in the sense of attempting to correct 
these false social understandings. At times its purpose is to 
merely reveal with a new freshness, a perceptual freshness, 
as it were. But even this itself has a certain basic political 
significance, in the sense that awakened human beings will 
act and think differently than those who are at rest in the 
normal tranquilized non-perception that we usually are 
caught up in. 


Does living outside the United States help or hinder your 
writing? 


I think it helps, in general. It is in some ways a very 
undeveloped culture, yet in other ways it is overbearing. 
(The US, that is.) There is, for example, a great deal of 
rather stifling political correctness, as it's called, and to get 
away from that is itself a positive thing. For a while I had 
no idea how I would ever get all this material published, 
especially if you're not there trying to do all the 
"networking" that is needed, and which I was absolutely 
terrible at anyway -- worse than terrible, I really had no 
clue, I still don't, I suppose. And then it came about that 
you could just do it all by yourself, by means of the 
internet. 


How much material is it? It's quite a lot, it would seem. 
Yes, I guess it's about 40 volumes or so. Over 2,000 pages, 


if you want to measure it like that. I don't know how much 
it would weigh. 


There seem to be many styles represented. Was that 
something you consciously strove for? 


Yes. I always wanted to be able to represent a wide variety 
of experiences. My first models for the artist were people 
such as Picasso, Goethe, Bach -- artists who could work in 
a very wide range of forms and even use widely different 
styles. Of course, I can't compare myself to people like that, 
but it was still a goal, to try many types of things. 


What sorts of things are you working on currently? 


Well as you know I am trying to get all this existing work 
published, going through it, touching it up here and there, 
proofreading, and so forth. After that, I think I might return 
to some translating work -- Holderlin especially, and some 
Chinese poets, but don't ask me which ones. 


What were you trying to do in these poems in particular? 


The first sequence is another use of the airy style I picked 
up from various modernists. There is perhaps a kind of 
gnostic element present, and I remember that at the time I 
was reading the work of Reverdy. The other sequence, of 
the title, is mostly based on paintings by the Austrian 
surrealist painter Friedenreich Hundertwasser. 
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